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Discrimination, particularly racial, runs deep in Central America, despite the area’s diverse ethnic
make-up.
Mestizo, afro and indigenous persons make up the majority of the region’s almost 45.5 million
people, and they are among the most severely hit by poverty and its ills––illiteracy, marginalization,
lack of opportunities, and little or no access to basic public services such as healthcare and education
(NotiCen, Jan. 24, 2013, and Dec. 12, 2013).
Together, they are just over 35.8 million, according to different estimates for this region, which
spreads over some 524,000 square kms. Population density in the region varies from El Salvador’s
315 people per square km and Guatemala’s 141 to Panama’s 46 and Belize’s 14.
The specific situation of the region’s black population––one of the groups most discriminated
against––was debated during a recent two-day conference convened by Quince Duncan, Costa
Rica’s presidential commissioner for Afro-Descendant affairs (Comisionado Presidencial para
Asuntos de la Afrodescendencia) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO).

‘Open Hands’
The gathering’s slogan was Manos Abiertas (Open Hands) and brought together representatives of
these ethnic groups from several Central and South America nations. It addressed issues such as
affirmative action and policies for promoting equality.
The region’s mindset must be changed if the problem is to be countered, both Duncan and Charaf
Ahmimed, the program specialist of the UNESCO Office for Central America, told NotiCen. For
this to start happening, the affected populations must take action, the two experts said in separate
interviews, but each country’s legal framework must also be strengthened so as to ensure equal
rights for all citizens.
“In Central America, things are not that good,” Duncan said. “We [Costa Rica] have made a little
progress, Panama has made a little progress, Honduras has been making a little progress, but
Guatemala is pretty bad, quite backward. But, well, that’s the Central American reality.”
In Duncan’s view, for that reality to begin changing, “the very first necessary, urgent thing is for
the [affected] groups themselves to demand” change. Duncan noted that on Dec. 23, 2013, the
UN General Assembly had proclaimed the International Decade for People of African Descent,
covering the 2015-2024 period, with the theme “People of African Descent: recognition, justice and
development.”
“Well, if the United Nations and our countries (…) agree that it’s a decade for the population of
African descent’s recognition, justice, and development (…) then, we have to start to brandish that
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flag,” he said. The idea is to have UN member states, civil society, “and all other relevant actors” to,
among other aims, propose specific measures to combat racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia
“and related intolerance,” according to the description in the initiative’s website.
“That’s a first point: the community has to get moving,” Duncan stressed. “Second, well, there’s an
education process, which is slow, but work has to be done there (…) I think that if countries take this
seriously, we start working at a generational level, we won’t achieve a deep revolution in 10 years––
or nine years, which are left [of the decade]––but we can make a lot of progress sowing for change to
happen.”

Education is an important tool
Pointing out that “quite often, kids themselves, while growing up, persuade their parents,” Duncan
added: “I believe that education is the other path, even if it’s slower, but it’s the only one that’s going
to guarantee real change.”
For his part, Ahmimed said that Central America is “still facing a lot of challenges, in terms of
discrimination, discrimination against many groups––African descendants, indigenous, also
discrimination against people with disabilities.”
He agreed with Duncan that many countries in the region have improved their legal framework.
“We have very good laws, we have good regulations, but we need to go forward, and that is to
change the mindset, to change the culture, to mend those laws and impose a discrimination-free
society,” Ahmimed said. “All of the countries are dealing with the issue, at different levels.”

Violence complicates situation
He said it was important to look at the general context in which these efforts are being made.
“We are in a region of (…) countries that are struggling with an economic crisis, we have countries
that are coming out of post-conflicts, or they have some situation of security––such as Honduras,” he
said. “We have countries that have high rates of violence.”
Regarding violence, Ahmimed referred to the Triángulo Norte de Centroamérica (Northern Triangle
of Central America)––made up of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras––considered to be one of
the most dangerous regions worldwide (NotiCen, July 30, 2015, and Jan. 7, 2016).
The Triangle’s homicide rates per 100,000 population last year ranged from El Salvador’s 104 to
Guatemala’s 35.4, with Honduras’s 57 in between, according to estimates published by local media.
The World Health Organization (WHO) and the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO)
estimate that national homicide rates higher than 10 per 100,000 population are equivalent to
pandemics.
“When it comes to the population (…) the Afro, the indigenous, are not only discriminated, but
they don’t have equal opportunities,” Ahmimed said. “The problem that we have in the region is
access to equal opportunities (…) Every single person should have access to decent work, to quality
education, to quality health services [but] those services are not available to these groups” as they
are to other groups in Central America.
In this regard, referring to Costa Rica’s black and indigenous populations, Duncan said racial
stereotypes “are given as evident truths.”
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“So, of course, according to phenotypes, the decision is that (…) there are intellectual, emotional,
physical differences among the different phenotypic groups,” Duncan said. “That’s the thing
that explains why, in Costa Rica, black urban women reaching (…) the highest educational level,
statistically above the national average, and above all the other groups (…) they don’t get the posts
that correspond to their academic background.”
He pointed out that the same applies to participation in power structures.
“It’s given for a fact that an Indian can’t be there. No one would even think of seeing an Indian
magistrate, because, structurally, that’s not there [as a possibility],” Duncan said.
In light of the recent reform of the first article of the Costa Rican Constitution––which now describes
this Central American nation as multi-ethnic and pluri-cultural––“the country must undergo an
evaluation,” he said, and determine which affirmative actions can help solve the problem.
“Those measures must be gradually adopted in this country if we’re truly speaking of an egalitarian,
equitable society,” he said.
Duncan added: “The problem is serious, in general, in Latin America, and in our country. It’s what
we can call structural discrimination. There’s an ideology which is entrenched in the system (…)
That doctrine, that vision of the world, is entrenched in the institutions of the state.”

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

